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Thirty Years Of Emigrating
By Lis Jorgensen
Contemporary emigration is both like and unlike the
earlier emigration of Scandinavia.
The emigrants came to North America in the nineteenth
century largely because of overpopulation in their own
countries creating famine or purely for economic reasons . In
North America they could obtain free or cheap land and thus
make a better living for their families. According to early
accounts, however, they often suffered even greater hardships
here than at home. One question that seemed to bother the
Danish settlers was whether they had done the right thing in
leaving the old country. They wondered if in their struggle for
life's meager necessities they would make life easier and
better for their children and the subsequent generations .
Although the conditions had changed for the emigrants
seventy-five to a hundred years later and the earlier reasons
for leaving were no longer there, they still experienced many
of the same feelings of frustration, lonesomeness, joy, awe,
and anxiety as the earlier emigrants had . The writer of this
account, at least, went through some, or all, of these feelings
at one time or another during the early part of acculturation .
I grew up in a suburb of Copenhagen, Denmark, where I
had a happy and ordinary childhood. There were none of the
reasons that the former emigrants had had for leaving Denmark. In fact, I did not have any intention of emigrating only a strong desire to travel , to learn how other people lived,
and to see other places. This desire had been nurtured several
ways , in school, from books, and from other people's
accounts. A good friend of the family had studied in the
United States in his younger days and had described the experience vividly . I must have voiced my wish more than once
to see the United States, for upon graduating from the Danish
" Gymnasium" , I was described in the yearbook as the person
most likely to go to the United States . During and after the
second World War, my father also talked almost longingly of
America, but he felt he was too advanced in years to risk
emigration especially since he had a family to support.
As World War II had closed many borders in Europe and
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many countries were in ruins in the late 1940s, the United
States again stood out as the promised land. Relatives from
America visiting Denmark renewed my wanderlust and
strongly urged me to visit their country . I did not need much
urging but thought it best to be independent of other people.
I therefore applied for an emigrant's visa which would permit
me to work if I wanted to stay more than a year. Like so
many other single emigrants before me, I set a certain time
that I would stay - one year.
The quota for immigration into the United States was
filled rapidly in Denmark in the years just following World
War 11 and the thorough screening by the State Department
made the procedure extra slow_
. It took two years to obtain
the necessary visa . Obviously there was plenty of time for me
to change my mind . In the meantime, my parents tried to
persuade me to stay home. The often fabricated stories sent
home by the first emigrants about conditions in their new
country had created some skepticism in the old country that
was difficult to get rid of even much later. Even with the
modern news media, the claims that everything American was
bigger and better still caused some doubt. In fact, on a later
trip, upon seeing a porcupine that was much larger than any I
had seen before, I exclaimed that I wanted to remember to
mention that in my next letter home, but it was suggested to
me that perhaps that was not a good idea.
When the visa finally had been obtained I was determined
to go; but as the day of departure drew closer, only pride,
and the fact that the small fortune, which had been invested
in a ticket would not be refunded at that late date, made me
stay by my decision . I must confess that the lump in my
throat that had been growing steadily with the preparations
for the trip now almost threatened to choke me.
The ship, a small ocearl' liner that was part freighter and
part passenger ship equipped to carry about ninety
passengers, was not like the earlier emigration ships. This one
had luxurious accomodations by comparison. The posted
schedule for the day and the menu indicated an extravagant
way of life not too common for the average Dane in ,those
days. The crossing took twelve days, but even though it was a
shorter time than the crossings of the first emigrants, the
Atlantic Ocean was as stormy as always. Much of the lavish
food went untouched .
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Most Scandinavians learned English, among other languages, in school and were usually anxious to try out this skill
when the opportunity arose; but instead of mingling with
the Americans on board, I spent most of my time with other
young Danes, avoiding the unknown as long as possible. The
feeling of emptiness inside me was as strong as it must have
been for many earlier emigrants. Perhaps it was easier to
return to Denmark in the twentieth century, but the money
for the trip still had to be earned first. The post-war economy
of Denmark necessitated government regulations allowing
people to take only fifty dollars out of the country. Also, the
unwillingness on the part of the average emigrant to admit to
failure, defeat, or disappointment made it too embarrassing to
return. Some did return later, however.
When the ship approached the United States, the
excitement grew. With that, the anxiety also mounted, for the
docking authorities were strict in scrutinizing the visas and
other necessary documents. When these papers were not in
order, the first destination after docking in Hoboken, New
Jersey, would be Ellis Island . Neither, according to reports,
gave a newcomer a very good impression of the country. I did
not see Ellis Island but was met by an aunt and uncle from
New York City whom I hardly knew. In spite of that, they
showed me a warmth and friendliness that was much
appreciated during my brief stay with them. How different it
must have been with no one there to greet you!
New York City was impressive, but the flood of American
movies and newsreels somehow had acquainted the
newcomer with many of the sights. However, it was striking
to see whole towns within the city consisting of one ethnic
group or another with their shops of specialties common to
their culture and traditions, such as Chinatown and Harlem .
The same awe that the earlier emigrants experienced over the
abundance of wares in the stores in general also struck me,
especially so shortly after a major war. And remembering the
shortness of goods in Denmark during the past years, I soon
took this plenty as part of the American life. The wastefulness
as a result of this abundance probably was a part of the
American life that the resourceful and frugal Scandinavian
immigrants did not in particular want to adopt. Thinking that
I could easily come back to explore New York another time, I
was anxious to continue my journey.
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Before leaving Denmark, I had determined upon Lincoln,
Nebraska as my destination . I had been told about the
beautiful train trip along the Hudson River. Riding along, with
the river on the one side and the majestic mountains on the
other side as the sun was setting, made me forget the uneasy
feeling I had had when I again said good-bye to the relatives
in New York who were my last link with Denmark. Instead, I
rejoiced in the scenery that unfolded itself before my eyes.
Until a newcomer makes a trip like this, the vastness of the
country cannot really be comprehended . Now I finally
realized that I probably would not be going back and forth
between the Midwest and the East Coast very often. In spite
of the beautiful scenery, the uprooting was felt as strongly as
ever and everything that was familiar moved further and
further away. Seeing a Scandinavian name on a place of
business here and there as the train moved west created a
warm feeling and lifted my spirits momentarily.
My language, while not perfect, certainly was not the
obstacle it had been for the first immigrants. It was comforting to find out that Americans did not mock mispronunciations or faulty grammar, but rather encouraged the newcomer
to keep on learning more of the language. Someone suggested
that I read comic books to pick up everyday expressions. An
amusing and childish idea I thought, until I found out it
worked. However, the self-consciousness created in communicating in a second language never really disappeared .
The necessity for speaking English was, of course, greater for
the single immigrant in order to get along. If one didn't speak
or learn English, the loneliness was even more overwhelming.
In that sense, it probably served to speed up the assimilation
process.
It had been arranged for me to stay with a Danish-American family in Lincoln, Nebraska, in return for housework and
babysitting. The family had lived in the same suburb that I
came from and had only recently settled in this country. It
was therefore necessary for both parents to have a job. The
family was careful to introduce me as a friend from Denmark
and I learned that a maid was looked down upon in this
country. This seemed a contradiction in a land where the
newcomer had been led to believe that everyone was equal
and titles were not used .
During the first several months in particular there were
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many adjustments to be made and many new things to get
used to. Maybe some things mentioned here were rather
minor, but they were, after all, part of the whole procedure of
the cultural change. I also suspect that the lonesomeness
caused a person to take note of the little things and to be
highly critical, for I had as yet no intention of living here
always. As I saw peculiarities in the way of living here, so did
others see peculiarities about me.
Among the changes to be dealt with right away was the
usage of a different measuring system . It was cumbersome to
change from the metric system to the one used in the United
States . My frustration mounted when I saw the two systems
interchanged, so I finally discarded the metric system and
adopted the one used generally in the United States. The
image that this country was very contemporary and progressive apparently was not a reality.
A farm family whom I visited owned the latest model car
but they did not have electricity or running water in the
house. It also became obvious to me as time went by that a
car was the most prized possession of the average American
and an integral part of American culture. I found out that it
was not customary to walk for the sake of walking to arrive at
one's destination, much unlike the early immigrant who had
had to cover an immense territory on foot to settle the
Midwest.
I felt stared at when I rode a bicycle to the local grocery
store for supplies . At that time in America a bicycle was
considered a toy rather than a means of transportation, while
it was the most common transportation in Denmark.
One of the peculiarities about me was expressed by the
children in an American family where I was invited for
dinner. They commented on my way of holding the knife and
fork when we ate and told me that was bad manners. Many
years later when our family visited Denmark, my own children
wondered why I had not taught them to eat in the European
manner, for they thought it was much easier to eat that way.
Not everything was viewed with negativism, though to
describe it, it must seem so.
The climate that first autumn spent in Nebraska certainly
was different from the rainy and stormy ones experienced in
Denmark. It was a delight to walk in a warm breeze on a
sunny day in the month of December. Little did I know then
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of the severity of the winters and the blizzards encountered
later. Most northern Europeans have not experienced the wide
range in temperature from season to season, so they are not
prepared for it. I enjoyed the winters from the beginning, but
the high temperatures in the summer were difficult to cope
with for many years . Evenually, also this changed and another
part of acclimatization had taken place.
The dream of traveling and experiencing this country soon
turned to the drudgery of making a living and getting along.
This was like the experience of the earlier immigrants. There
was time to think about what had been left on the other side
of the ocean besides one's dear ones. For one thing, I realized
that I had previously taken the ocean that I lived so close to
for granted. Like most Danes, I had learned to love it and to
respect it and I had not for a moment imagined that I would
miss it as much as I did . Later, after moving to Minnesota,
Lake Superior became a favorite substitute for the ocean . I
also missed the long summer evenings of Scandinavia.
Darkness fell much earlier here in the summer. Amusingly
enough , when I visited Denmark years later the bright
summer nights made sleep difficult. They were too short.
A turning point in the receptiveness of the differences in
life styles between Denmark and America occurred for me
when I met a group of young people with a similar cultural
background as mine. They were mostly second generation
Danes that were attending the University of Nebraska in
Lincoln . Among them was the young man who later became
my husband . A professor at the University of Nebraska and
his wife, both from Danish immigrant families, graciously
opened their home to these young people, many of whom
also were alumni of Grand View College in Des Moines, Iowa.
At that time Grand View College was owned and operated by
the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church. The American
people in general accepted Scandinavians very well , so I had
felt welcome among the people in Nebraska and received
much help in feeling at home. However, I wonder if this
group of Danish-Americans that used to gather there ever
knew the important role they played at least for one
immigrant's well-being as well as the actual acculturation . For
from then on, I was not so anxious to go home when the
year was up.
I now learned of a whole different way of life in America .
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For now I was given the opportunity to see remnants of a few
of the early Danish settlements when various of these young
people invited me to go with them home for the weekend .
Before, I had not been aware of whole settlements of various
ethnic backgrounds out in the country similar to the areas I
had seen in New York City. In many of the communities
carrying Danish names the Danish language was heard as
often as American . Little by little, I became acquainted with
the Danish-American culture . Often on these visits there
would be folk-dancing and almost always singing. These
activities usually centered around church . It seemed that I
found more people with beautiful voices and a knowledge of
music than I had been accustomed to in my homeland . The
sophistication of Copenhagen where I grew up had by that
time done away with this form of gathering. The songs from a
well known collection called World of Song often were used .
Many of the songs described the life of the early settlers, the
farmer's love for the soil, and the joy of nature as such . Some
also told of the harshness of the life of the pioneer. Over the
years as I became part of that culture by joining the church
and various societies, I began to learn about the early
immigrants from whom this culture evolved and how
important it was to the generations following them . In learning about the history of earlier emigrants, my acculturation
went faster and I came to understand myself better.
Although many of the first Danish immigrants were assimilated into their new country, often through intermarriage
with people of other immigrant backgrounds, many of the
later generations found their mates while attending learning
institutions of their own cultural background . Thus, they were
able to carry on some of the traditions brought here by their
forefathers and to perpetuate the culture unique to each
group. The same was the case among my new found friends .
Upon completion of their college education they married and
in many instances settled where there was access to the
Danish church or a group of people of similar ancestry.
In spite of a whole new enjoyable world that had opened
up for me giving me new values to treasure, I was not yet
convinced that I wanted to live here the rest of my life. However, when I became engaged to be married I made a trip
back to Denmark. I found that I had glorified that country
out of proportion during the period of uprooting and I
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realized that I had already started my transplanting in this
country . After that, I slowly began to accept new traditions .
I tried hard to be as American as possible and not to stand
out as a foreigner. While doing so, many former customs were
put aside. Fortunately, both my husband and our DanishAmerican friends were interested in upholding these
traditions, so I quickly revived what had been put aside,
happy not to feel conspicuous or out of place. It made the
transition from one country to the other a much more enjoyable experience. Furthermore, the next generation grew up
with traditions from both countries giving it the opportunity
to take the best of two cultures .
Although it was said that Danes assimilate into another
culture and environment with ease, it was possibly because
they also felt strong obligations toward the country that had
adopted them . At any rate, the time had come for me to
make the decision to become a citizen of this country becau se I was married to an American and eventually expected
to have children born here. It was not as easy as that, however. I struggled with the issue at great length weighing the
pros and cons even as I took out first papers - papers of
intent. Still feeling very uneasy about it when I applied for
the actual citizenship, the lump in my throat returned. The
problem was solved, however, by my mother-in-law, who
sensed my dilemma of being torn between two countries . It
was a dilemma she did not have to go through but one she
had seen before. She said, " Look at it this way : you are lucky;
now you will have two countries to love ." It was a short and
simple statement with a lasting impact. Now I felt free to take
an active part in the country in which I lived and at the same
time to carry on traditions dear to me from Denmark.
The uprooting went on for a long time and so did the acculturation . When my family and I visited Denmark many
years after my emigration it was obvious to me that an
immigrant had a dual identity through much of his or her life.
I found that I had adopted values of this country that I did
not necessarily hold when visiting Denmark. These same
values crept back into the system unnoticed upon returning
home to this country . Furthermore, I came to appreciate the
groundwork laid by the early immigrants, many of whom
never fully became acclimated . While they adopted some
traditions and customs of their new country they also brought
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with them traditions of worth to the people already here. This
blend of Danish and American culture that I was privileged to
become acquainted with greatly contributed to my acculturation in a pleasant manner. Having seen the importance of this
culture I hope that we can preserve what is left of it and
build onto it both for and with the help of future immigrants
and generations, because it is significant in the history of the
·settling of America .
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